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ABSTRACT
Research suggests children with autism gravitate towards visual rather than social
communication, and do so with a leveled understanding. For example, studies show,
children with ASD receive a black and white cartoon drawing differently than a color
photograph. Based on this notion, this study explores a form of art making with
photographs as a foundation to facilitate artistic expression and communication. Children
and their immediate families were photographed against a white background. These
photographs were printed out and given to the child to “finish” the picture with whatever
material they find comfortable. A total of two participants were included in this study.
One participant produced three drawings on photographs and the other produced four
paintings on photographs. The final products suggest that this method of combining the
photographic level of understanding with a free-form method of communication—art—
may be of significant use to facilitating an alternative form of communication for
children with autism.
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Introduction
Merging two interests creates potential for progress and change in communities.
Photographer Timothy Archibald paired his interest in photography with his passionate
need to communicate with his autistic son, Elijah. Archibald began photographing his son
as a way to document and understand him; Elijah began to interact with Archibald by
directing the photographs, creating a basis for communication1. Taking this to heart, I
began research into how I can similarly bridge a connection between my interests in
photography and children affected by autism.

Figure 1 Untitled, Timothy Archibald, DailyMail.co.uk

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized
by two main deficits. The two main factors that are considered when measuring ASD are
deficits in social communication and interaction as well as restricted, repetitive
behaviors, interests, or activities. ASD previously encompassed a group of disorders that
included Asperger’s disorder, childhood disintegrative disorder, and pervasive
Sadie Whitelocks. “’Nature isn’t perfect’: Father photographs his five year old autistic son’s unique
behavior to better understand his condition.” DailyMail.com. November 14, 2016. Accessed October
2, 2016. <http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-2507376/Father-Timothy-Archibaldphotographs-5-year-old-autistic-son-Elijahs-unique-behavior.html>
1
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developmental disorder NOS. However, now the umbrella term of ASD has surfaced due
to current consideration of these disorders as levels of severity of one disorder2.
Despite the individuality of those on the autism spectrum, some generalities can
be observed based on of the common characteristics associated with the condition. One of
those generalities is the ease by which photographic material is understood as a referent
as opposed to artistic renderings or cartoons of objects and ideas3. Taking this knowledge,
one can broadly assume that if a child affected by autism will have a grounded
understanding from a photograph, then they could explore their abstract relationship to
that photographic idea. This acts as the foundation for this project. Children affected by
autism and their immediate household family will be photographed against a white
backdrop; those photographs will then be printed out and presented to the child. Then the
child will be asked to complete the picture with whatever materials are most comfortable
for them. Establishing an abstract idea--finishing the picture--with a straightforward
method of understanding—photographed concept--may guide children affected by autism
in a way that may facilitate a productive understanding between viewer and creator.

Background
2

American Psychiatric Association. DSM 5. American Psychiatric Association, 2013.. Accessed
November 6, 2016.
3 Hartley Calum and Melissa Allen. “Symbolic Understanding of Pictures in Low-Functioning Children
with Autism: The Effects of Iconicity and Naming.” Journal of Autism & Development Disorders 45, no.
1: 17. CINAHL Plus with Full Text, EBSCOhost. January 2015. Accessed October 13, 2016.
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Autism
Diagnostic Criteria
As described above, the Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is based on two key
elements: deficits in social communication and social interaction as well as restricted,
repetitive behaviors, interests, or activities4.
The social communication and interaction criteria refer to deficits in socialemotional reciprocity, nonverbal communicative behaviors, and developing, maintaining,
and understanding relationships. Social-emotional reciprocity could include not starting
or responding to social interactions, lack of sharing emotions, lack of imitating the
behavior of others, and difficulties understanding and responding to social cues. As for
nonverbal communicative behaviors, people diagnosed with ASD have atypical use of
eye contact, gestures, facial expressions, or speech intonation. Understanding such
nonverbal communication is also a challenge. In relationships, people with ASD often
lack shared social play and imagination as well as abnormal social interest and difficulty
adjusting to social contexts5.
In order to meet the diagnostic criteria for ASD, the individual must demonstrate
two of the four criteria related to repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities
must include two or more out of four demeanors:
(i) Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of objects, or speech. (ii)
Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, or ritualized patterns of
verbal or nonverbal behavior. (iii) Highly restricted, fixated interests that are
4

American Psychiatric Association. DSM 5. American Psychiatric Association, 2013.. Accessed
November 6, 2016.
5 American Psychiatric Association. DSM 5. American Psychiatric Association, 2013.. Accessed
November 6, 2016.
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abnormal in focus or intensity. (iv) Over- or under-reactivity to sensory input or
unusual interest in sensory aspects of the environment6.
Challenges Faced in Research
Many researchers turn to case study methodology to explore the many facets of
individuals with ASD. Dr. Stephen Shore, a professor of special education at Adelphi
University, coined the phrase, “If you’ve met one person with autism you’ve met one
person with autism.7” This quote emphasizes the difficulties and limitations of studying
autism as a whole as well as finding productive methods of learning and understanding;
however, some generalities are made to augment research and inspire ideas.
Research suggests that many people affected by autism are sensitive to their
environment: this involves every aspect from visual, aural, or tactile. Most of the
challenging behavior exhibited is often a response to environmental stimuli to
communicate or cope with the discomforts. The environmental and social challenges that
children with autism face is a large factor in their experiences as well as in influencing
their future8. Routines and well-planned events often augment such situations9.
Due to the sensitivity that some people on the spectrum experience, social
interaction can be challenging. Many individuals with ASD lack the ability to understand
and express non-verbal or indirect communication. Being unable to effectively
communicate and relate to the world, these individuals will often withdraw from
6

Ibid.
“Countdown to the Conference: What Will Speaker Dr. Stephen Shore Say?”. Autism Speaks. June 27,
2013. Accessed November 6, 2016. <https://www.autismspeaks.org/blog/2013/06/27/countdownconference-what-will-speaker-dr-stephen-shore-say>
8 Pamela LaPage and Susan Courey. “Filmmaking: A Video-Based Intervention for Developing Social
Skills in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder.” Interdisciplinary Journal of Teaching and Learning.
September 1, 2011. Accessed October 2, 2016.
9 “Characterstics”. Autism Spectrum Australia. Accessed October 13, 2016.
<https://www.autismspectrum.org.au/content/characteristics>
7
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interaction. Certain verbal expressions themselves may be the source of sensory
discomfort10. When communication is engaged, those with autism will often speak
repetitively or only focus on what they are interested in11.
One approach used to bridge communication between people who have difficulty
doing so is art therapy. The difficulties faced by people affected by autism—as well as
people of all other walks of life--have been eased through art therapy because art is
flexible and can be used to approach many aspects of life. A brief review of some
literature involving art as a method of improving communication is included below.
Art to Augment Expression
In education, special education, and art therapy, art is used for interaction and
communication with children of all abilities and ages. The discomfort within an
environment that people with autism experience can be minimized and tailored to what
that individual finds comfortable. Nonverbal expression through art may serve as a bridge
to expanded opportunities for communication. Children are interested in art because it
gives them the opportunity to share their experiences and relation to their world12. Art is a
viable option for children affected by autism because it involves indirect communication
of self-expression as an alternative to direct conversation that may be otherwise difficult

10

Huma Durrani. “Facilitating attachment in children with autism through art therapy: a case study.”
Journal of Psychotherapy Integration. June 2014. PsycARTICLES. Accessed October 2, 2016.
11 “Characteristics”. Ibid.
12 Huma Durrani. “Facilitating attachment in children with autism through art therapy: a case study.”
Journal of Psychotherapy Integration. June 2014. PsycARTICLES. Accessed October 2, 2016.
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to handle or process.13 Art also acts as a support to the innate need to relate to the world
and gain a sense of self14.
Jill Mullin took to celebrating art as an alternative method of expression in her
book Drawing Autism. Mullin presents many pieces of artwork by individuals on the
spectrum and organized by theme. Mullin also includes interviews of the artists about
their artwork and relationship with art15 (Figure 1).

Figure 2 Marilyn Cosho: String Fairy, Mixed Media, 2009, Drawing Autism, Jill Mullin
13

Anita Bragge and Patricia Fenner. “The emergence of the ‘Interactive Square’ as an approach to art
therapy with children on the autistic spectrum.” International Journal of Art Therapy: Inscape. June
2009. Accessed October 2, 2016.
14 Huma Durrani. Ibid.
15 Jill Mullin. Drawing Autism. New York: Akashic Books. eBook Collection (EBSCOhost), EBSCOhost.
2014. Accessed October 13, 2016.
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Photography and Autism
Little research is available on the use of photography as an art form with children
affected by autism. Some research engages family members in photographing their
relationships with a family member affected by autism16 much like Timothy Archibald.
Other photographs involving children with autism are a result of media conflation of
ASD17.
Photo-voice is a research method used often for social action where cameras are
given to the community involved. The resulting photographs act as evidence toward what
the community wants to share, communicate, and potentially change. For children in
general, many instances of photo-voice have been practiced to experiment with
photography as a resource for people of certain cultures and to learn about how their
communities function and communicate18.
Research involving the learning patterns and challenges of children on the autism
spectrum point toward a significant relationship with photography that should not be
overlooked in art practices. Children’s experiences with language outside of the womb
begin symbolically. Relationships between pictures and objects form in infancy. Hartley
and Allen, in their work with children with ASD, suggested that as babies grow, language
signifiers—words--facilitate pictorial symbols; however, in most children, the
fundamental relationship between pictures and things is still present.
16

A. Latta, et al. “Snapshots reflecting the lives of siblings of children with autism spectrum
disorders.” Child: Care, Health & Development 40, no. 4: 515-524. CINAHL Plus with Full Text,
EBSCOhost. 2014. Accessed October 13, 2016.
17 Jennifer C. Sarrett. “Trapped children: popular images of children with autism in the 1960s and
2000s.” The Journal of Medical Humanities 32, no. 2: 141-153. MEDLINE with Full Text, EBSCOhost.
2011. Accessed October 13, 2016.
18 Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris. “Photovoice: Concept, Methodology, and Use for
Participatory Needs Assessment.” Health Education & Behavior. Vol 24. No. 3:369-387. Sage Journals.
1997. Accessed October 13, 2016.
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There are levels of iconicity, or levels of exactness, that describe the pictures that
children see and relate to. These levels range from highly iconic color photographs to
generalized black and white drawings. Children affected by autism have a much easier
time drawing relations between highly iconic images and their word and real life
reference than with black and white drawings19. Taking this into consideration, highly
iconic photographs should then offer a more coherent referent for a child with autism to
respond to productively.
This has taken effect in the development and use of the Picture Exchange
Communication System (PECS), an icon based method of communication used with
children who have communication deficits. The main aspect of PECS is using picture
cards that show objects, people, or actions. It is often utilized with youth affected by
autism because of their common characteristic to draw one-to-one relationships between
iconic pictures and their referent20. Such a system can be put under the category of
Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC), which is an umbrella term for
strategies used to improve communication of those with deficits21. Using these ideas and
methods of augmented or alternative communication through art may facilitate a form of
communication about abstract ideas that are otherwise not present.
The general ideas of AAC to communicate visually is a large foundation of art,
especially contemporarily. Art in general is used to communicate and share ideas or
19

Calum Hartley and Melissa Allen. “Symbolic Understanding of Pictures in Low-Functioning
Children with Autism: The Effects of Iconicity and Naming.” Jounral of Autism & Developmental
Disorders. January 2015. CINAHL Plus with Full Text, EBSCOhost. Accessed October 2, 2016.
20 Jennifer B. Ganz, Emily M. Lund, and Richard L. Simpson. “The Picture Exchange Communication
System (PECS): A Promising Method for Improving Communication Skills of Learners with Autism
Spectrum Disorders.” Education & Training in Autism & Developmental Disabilities. 47, no. 2: 176-186.
2012. Education Source, EBSCOhost. Accessed October 13, 2016.
21 Center for AAC & Autism. “AAC and Autism”. Accessed October 13, 2016.
<http://www.aacandautism.com/why-aac>
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invoke consideration of unique topics that may otherwise be overlooked or poorly
articulated. Photography is especially significant in this experience of sharing ideas
because it is so closely representational of reality.
Art and Photography
Photography has been lauded as the go-to true representation of things since its
conception in 1839. The light that touched a person was then reflected onto film.
Essentially, that person was now on the film. Though, artists often challenge the idea of
photography as truth. This is exemplified well with Joseph Kosuth’s One and Three
Chairs: a series of representation of chairs via photograph, object, and written
definition22. This sort of didactic consideration is the challenge that people with ASD
face. People with ASD might find a stronger connection between the photograph of the
chair and the chair than the written definition of the chair and the chair.

Figure 3 "One and Three Chairs", 1965. Joseph Kosuth.
22

“One and Three Chairs.” MoMALearning. Museum of Modern Art. Accessed November 6, 2016.
< https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/joseph-kosuth-one-and-three-chairs-1965>
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However realistic, photography was limited to grey-scale for many decades,
leaving many people feeling that photographs lacked full reality. Artists would paint tin
types—a photographic printing process involving exposing a photograph on a sheet of tin
coated with light sensitive chemicals—to add in a certain reality or likeness that the black
and white version lacked. J. C. A. Dannenberg did a similar process in India such as with
The Raja of Bhurtpore23. This method of adding color to reality supports the
psychological concepts behind the effectiveness of a color photograph to someone
affected by ASD.

Figure 4 "The Raja of Bhurtpore," 1863. J. C. A. Dannenberg.

Some contemporary artists use mixed media involving photography to elevate
their artwork into a more conversational experience upon a similar basis of iconicity.
Michael Reese makes works using found photographs from the post-civil war era as a
premise for himself and viewers to understand the expressive painted gestures and

23

Geoffrey Batchen. Forget Me Not: Photography and Rememberance. Princeton Architectural Press;
1 edition. February 1, 2004. Accessed September 20, 2016.
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glittered embellishments that occupy the same space as the photograph itself. The use of
white and black gesso, glitter, and mandala-like overlays with the photographs bridges
his response to the photograph with the experience of the work as a whole24. The
photograph acts as a clear referent for productive conversations about the work.

Figure 5 "Of Space, Of Time Part II", Michael Reese, Sandler Hudson Gallery
24

Sara Lee Burd. “Art Travel Blog: Reviewing Call and Response at Sandler Hudson Gallery.” August
31, 2016. Accessed October 2, 2016. < http://nashvillearts.com/2016/08/art-travel-blog-callresponse-sandler-hudson-gallery-atlanta-georgia/>

12
Ervin Johnson uses this method as well by having figurative photographs as his
foundation. Johnson adds mixed media elements to his pieces to elevate the
figures into something more experiential and spiritual. The photographs serve as a
crux in reality while the mixed media transforms it into something ethereal25.

Figure 6 "Unholy". Ervin Johnson. Mixed Media.

Using photography as a reference point to bridge reality and the reality of a child
with autism is the basis of this study. Introducing this academic process into art may
facilitate an alternative form of communication that may be productive between youth
with autism and those around them.

25

Mashaun D. Simon. “Chicago Artist Heals Through His Creations.” January 19, 2016. Accessed
October 2, 2016. < http://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/artist-heals-through-his-creationsn409361>
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Method
Significance
Based on research of the affects of photography as referents for youth with autism
and the universality of art, this study combines two important methods of communication
and expression to form a point of exchangeable communication. Where photography is
used to directly understand what someone may need or be actively thinking about,
traditional art is used to abstractly and internally manifest ones feelings or needs.
Combining a direct form of communication with an abstract form of expression may
allow viewers of the artwork to understand something that may not have been previously
understood.
Procedures
Participants were contacted through facilities or persons involved with those in
the ASD community. The age range targeted was 7-17 years. The age of 7 years old was
used as a minimum as a generality for school-age children who should be capable of
holding markers or a paintbrush to create art. Seventeen years old was a cap to isolate
children as the population. The only other stipulation was that the child was affected by
ASD.
Once an agreement was made and all participants of the project signed consent
forms, the parent(s) of the child affected by autism was interviewed about their child’s
strengths and interests. Sample questions included “what does your child like to do” or
“does your child have any warm up activities for meeting new people”. This was done in
order to make the first meeting with the child as productive, safe, and comfortable as
possible.
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In the first meeting, participants were asked to bring their immediate household
family—from whom consent was also obtained—to an agreed upon location to be
photographed. Each individual was photographed against a white backdrop with a flash
in order to isolate each character in an empty space. The only instruction given to each
participant was to stand in the middle of the backdrop; they were given freedom to pose
as they wished.
16”x12” prints were made from the photographs and brought to the participants at
the second meeting. Prior to this meeting, in the interview with the parents, a discussion
was had about what materials the child might be most comfortable using. At the second
meeting, paints, markers, pencils, and pens were available and the child chose what they
wanted to use. The only instruction given to the child was to finish the pictures. No
interaction was made with the child through this process. They were allowed to work at
their own pace.
Results
Two families participated in this project. The first family will be referred to as
Family P and the second family will be Family A. The children will be referred to by
their first initial.
Family A included a mother, a father, and their son who is affected by autism as
their immediate household family. The interview about their son, A, was conducted with
the mother. She told me about his interests in dinosaurs and animals as well as his
drawing habits. His drawings are generally made with shapes that act as symbols for
certain things. For example, a triangle is the symbol for a spot on A’s cat’s fur. His
drawings of dinosaurs seem repetitive and the same at first glance, but certain symbols
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and details make them distinct to A. One concern of the mother was that A never draws
on papers that are already marked on. When presented with the photographs at the second
meeting, A immediately turned them over before he got started. His mother turned the
photograph over and suggested he draw on that side. After a short disagreement, he
settled to draw on the side with the photograph. He began with the photo of himself and
drew animals from an endangered animal book he had been interested in at the time. He
also included a dinosaur and a steam shovel, two other things he had been thinking about
at the time. Upon drawing on his mother’s and father’s portrait, he repeated the drawings
of endangered animals. However, each photograph had a detail unique to the person
pictured. He drew his mother’s favorite cat in her arms—which are photographed as
crossed in front of her chest. In his father’s picture, A drew a family friend’s dog attached
to his father’s hand.
Family P includes a mother, a father, a sister, and a son who is affected by autism.
In the interview with the mother, M was described as having interest in mechanics and
anything that he can tinker with. Other than a couple of courses from a few years back, M
had not shown much interest or activity in art. When meeting for the art-making process,
M decided that he would like to use paints. The photographs were taped across a table for
ease of access. M started on the far right with the photograph of his father. While talking
with the parents, I watched M paint. At first, his marks were random but also seemingly
purposeful; however, as he continued, he began to move in a repetitive pattern. M would
move the brush up and down across a rectangle of paint to the right of his father, then he
would move the brush side to side across the same rectangle of paint. After some time,
the rectangle grew onto the entire paper. The mother, concerned that M was only painting

16
on one picture, encouraged him to move onto the other photographs. As he did so, he
made the same beginning marks on the papers, as if just to get paint on there. Each
photograph he went to next had less and less paint on it. Toward the very end, he painted
on his hand and put handprints on the photographs.

Figure 7 "A Drawing with Self", 2016. Marker on Archival Inkjet Print, 16in. x 12in.
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Figure 8 "A Drawing with Mom," 2016. Marker on Archival Inkjet Print. 16in. x 12in.

Figure 9 "A Drawing with Dad," 2016. Marker on Archival Inkjet Print. 16in. x 12in.

18

Figure 10 "M Painting with Mom," 2016. Paint on Archival Inkjet Print. 16in x 12in

Figure 11 "M Painting with Self," 2016. Paint on Archival Inkjet Print. 16in x 12in

19

Figure 12 "M Painting with Dad," 2016. Paint on Archival Inkjet Print. 12in x 16in

Figure 13 "M Painting with Sister," 2016. Paint on Archival Inkjet Print. 12in x 16in

20
Significant Notes
It seems significant to point out that some unique object was given to each
member of Family A. The son himself had a steam shovel and a dinosaur, two things he
was intrigued by at the time. His mother received her favorite cat, and her father, his
favorite dog. It reveals an attention and care that the repetition of the endangered animals
might not show. Each photograph being unique and present allowed him to make some
association between his drawing and the person photographed. Simply voicing the words
“mother” or “father” or the child’s name may have become lost in the process.
In Family P, M became entranced in the process of art making and did not seem
to have any specific response or expression to those pictured. The extensive time M spent
on the photograph of his father could be of reverence for his father or could have been
due to his fascination with the movement and experience of the paint. What was
interesting is how the parents interacted with him as time passed. They became more
urgent about M working on all of the pictures. However, M’s mark making on the other
photographs diminished noticeably as he moved along under the influence of his parents.
Discussion
Conclusion
In Family A, it is easy to see the connections made that may not have been
probable otherwise. The insertion of the dinosaur and steam shovel, the cat, and the dog
made each piece unique to the individuals depicted. This shows that having the
photographic reference present changed the perspective and thinking of A even as he
went through his usual rounds of repetitive drawing.
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In Family P, M became much more entranced in the act of art making itself. In the
beginning of his painting on the photograph of his father, he was careful to paint next to
and not on top of his father, suggesting some sort of care related to this depiction that a
blank sheet of paper would not otherwise insight. As he got more involved in the
movement of the paint, his strokes became larger and eventually covered the father. The
use of his handprint, though, may be of significance in his relation or connection to those
people depicted.
Challenges and Drawbacks
Participants
One of the largest challenges was finding participants willing to complete the
project. Though the first meeting is hardly time intensive, the second meeting is a bit
more time consuming. The fact that there are two in-person meetings limits the
possibility of scheduling and the openness for families to give their time. Though the
study is qualitative in nature, having a larger sample could increase the generalizability of
findings and contribute more substantially to current research on art and autism.
Another challenge was finding children with autism that are included in the ages
between 7-17. Many interested families had children under the age of 7 or over the age of
17.
Method
Certain aspects of the methodology could have been improved or changed to
include more extensive results and conclusions. For example, there was little to no
communication with the child during or after the art-making process. This leaves a lot of
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information out that may have been significant and missed by only viewing the work as it
was made and as it is finished.
Another significant variable came in to play when the parents attempted to
influence the child’s art making. While Family A was less directive, they did influence A
to avoid drawing on the back of the photograph. The mother in Family A also suggested
that A add a cat to her picture—however, placement of said cat was uninfluenced. The
mother in Family P urged M to paint on all of the photographs. Without her influence, he
may have only painted on one photograph. Perhaps, even if he did move on to paint on
the other photographs eventually, the marks may have been different. Considering a
distraction free environment may be better suited for an uninfluenced look into the
child’s interaction with photographs.
Overall, the study took an initial step in experimenting with photographic
mediums in artistic practices with children with autism. Each child had a unique response
to making art with a photographic base that may suggest alternative methods of art
making in the future to explore. Understanding the research suggesting a relationship
between iconic images and the understanding of someone with ASD is a significant start
for further research in augmenting communication.
Future Directions
The work will be exhibited twice to share with the community how art can be a
useful tool in communication among any community. The work is also a symbol of
bridging two unrelated communities for a hopefully productive outcome.
One of the exhibitions will be held in the Honors College at Georgia State
University, a traditionally academic and research-focused setting. This location will share
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the power of art in helping communities as well as how relatable differing communities
can be.
The second exhibition will be held at CageSpace, a gallery space inside of a
parking garage at Georgia State University. The space faces the street, allowing anyone
to view the work at any time. This exposure will insight a sense of awareness about ASD
and how the art community can exchange their knowledge for a greater good.

24
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